Prion protein facilitates hormone-induced differentiation of mammary gland epithelial cells.
Expression of prion protein has been reported for a variety of cell types including neuronal cells, haematopoietic stem cells, lymphocytes, fibroblasts, and epithelial cells. However, the characterization of the physiological roles exhibited by this protein is still in progress and multiple biological functions have been described to date. In this study we have characterized the contribution of prion protein during hormone-induced differentiation of mouse mammary gland epithelial cells. We present evidence that prion expression enhances the differentiation-capabilities of these cells indicating novel physiological roles during mammary gland development. In addition we were able to demonstrate the presence of prion molecules resistant to mild proteinase digestion in differentiated mammary gland epithelial cells. This represents the first report of proteinase-resistant prion proteins in a physiological, non-pathogenic context.